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The Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA) is an ambitious 21st century international trade 
measure. With promises of mega deals, the TPPA gives the impression that it can provide a wide 
international trade field that will impact the efficiency and growth of economic sectors, such as the 
trading, manufacturing and services sectors. The public accounting services sector is  one of the 
professional services that might be impacted by the TPPA. However, there are also contrasting 
views on the benefits and challenges of the TPPA for the local public accounting firms. Given the 
crucial impact of the TPPA and its many uncertainties, this conceptual paper seeks to provide 
an initial understanding of the TPPA and its effect on local public accounting firms. Additionally, 
this paper discusses the preparation and readiness of local accountants in developing their 
talents to face the challenges of the TPPA.
Introduction - According to Muhammad, Char, Yasoa’ and Hassan (2010), globalisation creates 
new structures and new relationships, resulting in business decisions and actions in one part 
of the world having significant consequences in other parts (Muhammad et al., 2010). Javalgi, 
Griffith  and White (2003) provide a simpler definition of globalisation; it is a process through 
which a firm moves from operating in its domestic marketplace to international markets. The 
movement from operating domestically to internationally, involves a gradual process, whereby 
a firm develops a network of global trade relationships (Onn, 1990). To face the onslaught of 
globalisation, many countries use strategies, such as acquisitions, mergers, joint ventures and 
alliances, combining them with cheaper human resources and raw materials from their locality. 
Abdul Talib and Md Salleh (1997) indicate that Malaysian Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 
show a stronger tendency towards exporting their products and services, compared to large-
sized firms. Malaysian SME owner-managers believe that exporting or competing in the global 
market can contribute significantly to their firm’s growth and profit. Thus, their study shows that 
Malaysian SME owner-managers are actively exploring international market potential for their 
products and services. Globalisation of products and services involves not just movement of 
capital and commodities but highly skilled labour as well (Brown & Tannock, 2009). The Trans-
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Pacific Trade Agreement (TPPA) is one of the major outcomes of globalisation and liberalisation. 
The TPPA has led to the production and distribution of goods and services worldwide, especially 
by the member countries. Basically, the premise of the TPPA is that international trade plays an 
important role in connecting countries around the world. 
The TPPA is an agreement among 12 Asia-Pacific countries (the USA, Singapore, Peru, Vietnam, 
Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico and New Zealand) for carrying out 
business and investment activities. The TPPA provides broad and open market access for 
businesses. Many claim that the TPPA is an ambitious 21st century international trade measure. 
It is estimated that  the TPPA participative countries will account for 40% of the world’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) and a third of global trade and the trade volume is estimated at US 
$10.19 trillion and GDP of US $19.76 trillion (Yifei Xiao, 2015). Additionally, the report on the 
TPPA issued by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC, 2015) lists significant economic implications, 
i.e., national treatment and market access for goods; textiles and apparel; technical barriers to 
trade; investment; cross-border trade in services; electronic commerce; government procurement; 
competition policy; and designated monopolies; intellectual property; labour; transparency and 
anti-corruption; and dispute settlement (PWC, 2015). 
PwC conducted a study in terms of economic impact and found that Malaysia’s participation in 
the TPPA will bring in more benefits than challenges. It is projected that investment will increase 
by an additional USD 239 billion in 2018-2027 following Malaysia’s participation in the TPPA. It is 
also found that non-participation in TPPA would result in foreign investment being diverted away 
from Malaysia, leading to a decline in investment by USD7 -13 billion in 2018-2027. Clearly, there 
are positive impacts of the TPPA, where it has been found that reduction in non-tariff measures 
will be likely to happen.  
Notably, most current studies have focused on economic costs and benefits of the TPPA. Various 
reports have been released to explain the TPPA; however, we find that explanation is lacking with 
respect to the professional services sectors, particularly the public accounting services sector. 
Committing to TPPA means committing to global cross-border trading ventures, involving the public 
accounting services and the taxation sectors. More importantly, there will be increased challenges 
between the local and foreign public accounting services sectors. Considering the  development 
of other signatory TPPA countries, the question arises as to whether or not the Malaysian public 
accounting services sector can play an effective role in ensuring future economic stability. 
Many other questions surface when considering Malaysia as a signatory of the TPPA. Is it going 
to be an bad deal?  Or will it be a good deal as the government of Malaysia has predicted it would 
be? How will the Malaysian accounting and tax services providers benefit from the TPPA? What 
are the foreseeable challenges? Can the Malaysian public accounting firms survive considering 
greater competition from foreign providers? These uncertainties have arisen as  the professional 
accounting services sector must compete within and between TPPA countries. When the local 
public accounting services sector faces competition from the foreign public accounting services 
sector, the accountants will feel the impact. Many labour unions are also concerned with this 
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matter since the protection of local labour and the impact of foreign professional labour entering 
the Malaysian market have been given less attention in the TPPA. For example, before the 
inking of the TPPA, several labour unions wanted the government to hold dialogues with them 
on the TPPA, involving workers’ issues. Labour unions, such as the Union Network International-
Malaysian Liaison Council (UNI-MLC) and Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) have 
claimed that many labour issues have not been included, such as minimum wages, total working 
hours, pregnant women’s rights and facilities and union protection. It has also been claimed that 
the TPPA will reduce the role of labour unions and allow foreign companies to demand various 
new regulations which can adversely affect workers in Malaysia (Bernama, August 2015).
Considering the seriousness of the issues and its impact on the Malaysian public accounting 
services sector, and the ambiguity and uncertainties that the Malaysian accounting profession 
has to face with the signing of the TPPA, this paper investigates the issue further. 
Public Accounting Services And Accountants’ Talent - Like other countries, the public 
accounting services sector in Malaysia is dominated by big4 firms, i.e.,  PricewaterhouseCoopers 
(PwC), KPMG, Deloitte and Ernst & Young. Besides that, foreign medium-sized public accounting 
firms, such as BDO, Grant Thornton, Crowe Horwath International, Baker Tilly MonteiroHeng and 
DFK International, are steadily growing in Malaysia. Local medium-sized firms, such as Halim & 
Lee, UHY Loh, CAS International, Jamal & Amin, Aljeffridean, Aftaas and many more are facing 
stiff competition from the big4 and medium-sized foreign public accounting firms. Several small 
public accounting firms are also operating in Malaysia. With the TPPA, these public accounting 
firms therefore operate in a highly competitive and challenging environment.
The main issue of the TPPA is the lack of readiness of local medium and small public accounting 
firms to compete with the foreign public accounting firms. Currently, with a growing number of 
foreign public accounting firms (big and small), local medium and small public accounting firms 
are already finding themselves in a very challenging situation. With the implementation of the 
TPPA, it is highly likely that more and more public accounting firms will be established in Malaysia, 
especially by TPPA members. Up to now, very few studies have focused on the readiness of 
public accounting  firms to face challenges under the TPPA. 
The movement of accountants from one firm to another firm is another challenge to the owners of 
these public accounting firms. This problem is already occurring currently in Malaysia and perhaps 
is a worldwide predicament. As mentioned above, with the likelihood of new public accounting  firms 
being established in Malaysia due to the TPPA, this problem will escalate. According to previous 
studies, the movement of accountants from one firm to another firm is due to various factors, 
such as job satisfaction, salary and future career development. As per example, Yamamur & 
Westerman (2007) suggest that the fit on the dimension of goal congruence is significantly related 
to job satisfaction and intention of the accountants to remain with the organisation.. It has been 
suggested that owners of public accounting firms must pay close attention to the development 
of a goal-oriented work environment with clear and efficient systems, as an effective means of 




Since the TPPA may open the Malaysian labour market to foreign professional workers, the 
services industry will be the most affected as such industries highly rely on skilled labour. The 
presence of foreign professional labour might have a positive effect on local accountants, especially 
with regards to skills development. To secure their position, local accountants must compete 
with foreign accountants in the local or international markets. Under such circumstances, this is 
the challenge that local accountants face to make sure their positions are secure in the face of 
international market competition. To date, questions arise as to the ability of local accountants to 
compete and whether or not foreign accountants will be a threat to local accountants.  This is a 
very premature assumption since very few local accounting firms are operating  overseas.
For local accountants, talent or skill is very crucial to compete in the era of globalisation, in general, 
and specifically, under the TPPA. According to Tansley (2011), “talent” refers to a balance between 
both what is innate and learned, with a blend of creativity as a specific element. However, Tansley 
(2011) states that even though most companies realise the importance of increasing talent or skills 
of their employees, many companies are still unaware of the importance of talent management 
programmes to their company, and Malaysian accounting firms are not the exception. In the era 
of the TPPA, it is not yet clear whether our accountants are ready with the best talent and skills to 
compete with foreign accountants.
According to Downe, Loke, Ho & Taiwo (2012), human capital shortfalls are becoming increasingly 
apparent within the services industry worldwide, including in Malaysia. Hiring suitable personnel 
in the services sector is reported to be a serious challenge. This is becoming an increasing 
burden for service organisations to have and develop skilled human capital. Downe, Loke, Ho 
and Taiwo (2012) find that the young accountants lack communication and language skills, are 
not self-motivated, cannot work independently, are unwilling to make a career commitment to the 
firm, lack critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving skills, customer relationship skills and IT 
skills. Thus, this research is conducted to get an overview of local accountants in the TPPA era.
Methodology - From the above discussion, it is clear that the impact of the TPPA on local public 
accounting  firms has not been discussed adequately. Furthermore, the effect of the TPPA on local 
accountants’ talent has received scant attention in the TPPA. Thus, this research is conducted 
to unravel the mystery. Specifically, the objective of the current research is to explore the actual 
effect of the TPPA on local public accounting  firms and local accountants. Furthermore, the 
research will attempt to develop a model that could be used by any concerned party to better 
ensure the survival of local public accounting firms and local accountants in the TPPA era. 
Due to the subjectivity of the research, a qualitative methodology is poroposed to explore the 
issue. In order to maintain the quality of the research, a generic inquiry method will be used. 
The generic inquiry method is a method that provides a basis for understanding an issue or a 
phenomenon that requires a descriptive qualitative approach and interpretive description sub-
categories. As the study aims to elaborate on the issue from a descriptive angle, the generic 
inquiry approach is appropriate to explain the impact of the TPPA on the accounting profession.
The generic inquiry method is a method that allows researchers to research within the scope 
73
SICONSEM 2017
of inquiry by investigating or examining an issue bounded by constraints of cost and time. The 
generic inquiry method allows researchers to explore the best method for data collection and 
gives room for flexibility in answering questions. It is a method that, ‘is not guided by an explicit or 
established set of philosophic assumptions in the form of one of the known [or more established] 
qualitative methodologies’ (Caelli et al., 2003, p. 4). Considering the limitations of time and the 
need to be flexible when answering research questions, this study will employ the generic inquiry 
method.
A multiple data collection method is proposed. Data sources, such as archives, interview, field 
observation and media documentation will be employed to gain insights into the issue. As the 
study will gather people’s opinion, the respondents for the interview will be chosen based on 
specific criteria. The number of respondents will be decided when data saturation is achieved 
(Sandelowski, 1995). This means the researcher will stop interviewing when there is no more 
additional data that could contribute to the research. 
Keywords: Public accounting service, TPPA, accounting talent, qualitative.
CONCLUSION
The TPPA agreement has already been signed by 12 countries. Although the USA has withdrawn 
from the agreement, the other 11 countries remain with China taking the lead. The TPPA has 
widely focused only on economic benefits. Very little focous has been given to its impact on 
professional services, especially public accounting services. Generally, the TPPA might impact 
on the survival of local public accounting firms and local accountants. Thus, the current study 
is conducted to better understand these issues. The findings of this study might be useful to 
concerned parties to seriously look into improving the talent and skills of local accountants, which 
in turn, will be crucial for the survival of local public accounting firms.  
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